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On Oct. 5, an army patrol illegally entered a resettlement community for repatriated Guatemalan
refugees in the north of the country and opened fire on the inhabitants, killing 11 people and
wounding 30 others. The massacre considered the worst case of human rights abuse since President
Ramiro de Leon took office in June caused a new wave of domestic and international pressure for
the government to crack down on rights violations by the military. The president did carry out a
shake-up in the army high command, but human rights organizations question whether the changes
are sufficient to curb military interference in civilian communities and reel in army abuses in rural
areas.
At the height of Guatemala's civil war in the early 1980s, more than 100,000 Guatemalans
mostly Indian campesinos from the northwestern highland communities where the conflict was
concentrated fled to refugee camps in southern Mexico. The UN's High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) only officially "recognized" 45,000 refugees, which the UN then took responsibility for in
camps set up in the Mexican border states of Chiapas, Campeche, and Quintana Roo. Throughout
the 1980s and early 1990s, small and medium- sized groups of refugees voluntarily returned
to Guatemala, but massive repatriation did not begin until mid-1994, when the Guatemalan
government and the guerrilla umbrella group Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca
(URNG) signed a landmark accord on the terms for the refugees' return as part of the effort to
negotiate an end to the war.
Under the repatriation accord, the government made a commitment to guarantee the personal
safety of all repatriates, and it agreed to prohibit the army from entering any resettlement
community in Guatemala (see NotiSur, 06/24/94). As a result, throughout 1994, some 6,000
Guatemalans returned to the country, and the government expected another 10,000 repatriates
during 1995. Among those who returned last year were 90 families a total of 441 people who formed
a resettlement community in the municipality of Chisec, in the province of Alta Verapaz, nearly
300 km north of Guatemala City. The community, located in a remote jungle area in one of the
country's most conflictive war zones, was constructed on the Xaman farm and named the "Aurora
8 de Octubre" community by the residents to commemorate the date of their return to the country.
The village's location in a conflict zone demonstrated the importance of the repatriation accord,
since for years the army, which generally considers the repatriates guerrilla sympathizers if not
direct rebel collaborators, opposed any resettlement in active war zones.
In early October, the Xaman residents began preparations to celebrate the first anniversary of their
return to the country. A large group of community members were organizing for the festivities on
Oct. 5 when a 26-man army patrol entered the village, despite explicit government orders to stay
clear of resettlement communities. According to the army, the patrol was "lured" into the village by
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the residents as part of a deliberate ambush. In remarks broadcast on Guatemalan television, then
minister of defense Gen. Mario Enriquez Morales accused the villagers of attacking the soldiers,
who then fired on the residents in self-defense. Enriquez said that three soldiers were shot by
residents during the melee. "The problem arose when the patrol entered the community and they
were cornered by 300 people, who took three Galil rifles away from them and began firing," said
Enriquez. "That forced the soldiers to respond with gunfire to recover their weapons and save their
lives."
Gen. Enriquez said army units had strict orders "not to visit refugee camps, since this can be
interpreted as harassment." He admitted, however, that the patrol disobeyed those instructions,
although he said the soldiers did so because the refugees "gave the impression of being friendly
and struck up a conversation about celebrating the anniversary of their return with a soccer
game." Nevertheless, a subsequent on-site investigation by the UN human rights verification team
(Mision de las Naciones Unidas en Guatemala, MINUGUA) and the Guatemalan Human Rights
Ombudsman sharply contradicts the army's version. According to a preliminary report released by
MINUGUA and endorsed by the Ombudsman, the soldiers deliberately executed the repatriates.
"The military patrol seriously violated the right to life by intentionally firing upon members of the
community, killing 11 persons, among them two children, and wounding 30," reads the report. "The
verification does not find any indication that the members of the community were armed, and ample
evidence supports the conclusion that all the victims, including the three injured soldiers, were
hit by bullets fired by members of the patrol." According to MINUGUA, it is still unclear why the
patrol entered the community in the first place, but the investigation revealed that, contrary to the
defense minister's statements, the army patrol was solely responsible for the massacre. Once the
soldiers entered the village, they were surrounded by about 200 residents, which led to a "tense
situation in which the civilian population objected to the military presence with increasing verbal
aggressiveness."
After about a half-hour, the patrol attempted to break away from the villagers, pushing people out
of the way with their weapons. At that point, one resident grabbed the barrel of a sergeant's gun.
In response, the sergeant ordered the patrol to shoot, and the soldiers fired indiscriminately. "The
Mission concludes that nothing justifies such a reaction from the soldiers," reads the report. "While
the hostile reaction of the members of the community to the patrol's presence contributed to the
increased tension...the means used to counteract that pressure were absolutely unjustifiable and
disproportionate."
The MINUGUA investigation produced "irrefutable evidence" that at least four people were
deliberately assassinated as they lay injured on the ground. In addition, an eight-year- old boy was
"coldly executed" about 200 meters from where the massacre occurred. According to MINUGUA
investigators, as the patrol was leaving the village, a soldier shot the child in the hand, and as the
boy ran toward the village, "the soldier returned and, in cold blood, shot him in the chest and
head, killing him." MINUGUA's findings led to intense domestic and international pressure on the
government to take action against the patrol members, and against any military officers connected
to the incident either directly or indirectly. "This is the most serious incident since the establishment
of the UN Mission in Guatemala," said Joe Sills, a UN spokesperson in New York. "We are watching
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very carefully the way in which institutions in Guatemala comply with their obligation to investigate
the events, punish those responsible, and compensate the victims."
So far, President de Leon has acted swiftly against those responsible. The president, who visited
the Xaman farm to demonstrate solidarity with the residents, ordered the 26 members of the army
patrol to be placed under arrest pending the outcome of an investigation by a military court. De
Leon also dismissed Col. Samy Noe Vasquez, the military commander in Coban, the capital of
the department of Alta Verapaz, since the patrol was under his jurisdiction. And, perhaps most
important, the president accepted the resignation of Defense Minister Enriquez in an effort to
demonstrate that the government accepts "institutional responsibility" for the massacre. "I sadly but
firmly accept institutional responsibility," said de Leon. "Although everyone knows that such acts
are absolutely contrary to my government's policies, I am the commander in chief of the army and I
accept responsibility."
Notwithstanding the government's actions, fallout from the massacre will be difficult to contain.
Specifically, repatriation of the 18,000 refugees who still remain in UN camps in southern Mexico
may be stalled indefinitely, since the bitter testimony of residents from the Xaman farm will have a
chilling effect on the desire of those in Mexico to return. "Not even when we first crossed the border
into Mexico in the midst of the war did anything happen to us, but now, when we come back to
our country, placing our faith in God, the army murders my mother in cold blood," cried Margarita
Grave, a Xaman resident whose mother was killed in the massacre. "If we had stayed in Mexico, my
mother would still be alive."
Apolinio Choc Coy, another Xaman resident, said he was preparing to take his family back to
Mexico to apply for citizenship there and never return to Guatemala. "It is so hard to live here,"
said Choc Coy. "The army is going to continue doing this to us. Even if we just dedicate our lives to
working honorably, the soldiers still come for us when we least expect it." In addition, faith in the
peace process has been severely shaken by the massacre. Indeed, despite the defense minister's
resignation, leaders of grassroots organizations question whether the civilian government is capable
of effectively exercising authority over the military to enforce respect for human rights. "The
minister's resignation won't make the army's policy of genocide disappear," said Rosalina Tuyuc,
head of the Guatemalan Widows' Association (Coordinadora Nacional de Viudas de Guatemala,
CONAVIGUA). "This is not enough. They are just trying to distract the world's attention. This kind
of massacre is not the work of one person. It is part of a series of orders, of a hierarchy."
Tuyuc's remarks illustrate widespread concern that the Xaman killings may have been
premeditated. For one thing, the army has yet to adequately explain why the patrol entered the
village despite explicit orders for all brigades to stay away from resettlement communities. In
addition, although MINUGUA's preliminary report says that so far no evidence points to orders
from above for the attack, local human rights organizations question whether the brigade would
disobey the prohibition to enter resettlement communities and then open fire on the repatriates
once inside unless it had explicit orders from superiors.
Aggravating such concerns is a report by Nobel Prize winner Rigoberta Menchu, who headed a
delegation to the Xaman farm to carry out an independent investigation. According to Menchu's
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report, villagers testified that the lieutenant in charge of the patrol, Camilo Antonio Lacan, spoke by
radio to the head of the Military Zone in Coban, Col. Vasquez, while the brigade was surrounded
by the residents. As soon as the lieutenant broke radio contact, reads the report, he shouted "Fire,
Fire!," initiating the massacre. Although MINUGUA has yet to corroborate these reports, the UN
Mission has stated unequivocally that the massacre provides vivid evidence that for the peace
process to succeed, the civilian government will have to take much more energetic action to stop
army abuse of authority and force a change in attitude within the military.
"The events...are proof of the consequences that can result from the autonomy enjoyed by the army
in its counterinsurgency and anti-subversive activities and the procedures it uses in this sphere,"
concluded MINUGUA's preliminary report on the incident. "In particular, reactions such as those
displayed by the members of the patrol who killed 11 persons indicate the pernicious influence
of the rhetoric that identifies refugees and returnees with the guerrilla." [Sources: New York
Times, 10/07/95; Associated Press, 10/09/95; Comunicado del Director de MINUGUA (Guatemala),
10/10/95; Inter Press Service, 10/06/95, 10/09- 11/95; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala),
10/12/95; Reuter, 10/05/95, 10/06/95, 10/08-10/95, 10/13/95; Agencia Centroamericana de NoticiasSpanish news service EFE, 10/10/95, 10/13/95; Agence France-Presse, 10/05/95, 10/06/95, 10/08-10/95,
10/16/95]
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